INTRODUCTION
The traditional Medicine is used in all parts of the world and has a rapidly growing economic importance, mainly by the use of medicinal plants that have a respectable position today, especially in the developing countries (Agra et al. 2007a) , where the modern health service is limited and represent the only accessible treatment.
According to the World Health Organization (WHO, 1999) , the current estimative suggests that many developed countries have a great proportion of the population making use of traditional practice of health, especially the use of the medicinal plants. Although the access to the modern medicine is available in these countries, the use of medicinal herbs has kept its popularity for historical and cultural reasons. On the other hand, in the developing countries, 65-80% of the population depends exclusively on the medicinal plants for basic cares of health, up to 80% of the population in Africa, 71% in Chile and 40% in Colombia, inter alia.
Medicinal plants represent an important health and economic component of biodiversity and also conservation and sustainable use, according to Rhaman et al. (2004) . Information on the traditional knowledge or ethnic groups of medicinal plants and their uses would represent a vital role in the discovery of novel products from plants as chemotherapeutic agents (Almeida et al., 2001; Silva et al., 2003; Rocha et al., 2005; BarbosaFilho et al., 2006 BarbosaFilho et al., , 2007 BarbosaFilho et al., , 2008 . The surrounding plants form an integral part of culture of these people and the information about plants is passed on from generation to generation (Agra et al., 2007a, b) .
The traditional healers of medicinal plants called as "raizeiros" by the people of the Northeast region of Brazil have a commendable knowledge of the medicinal plants that grow around them (Agra et al., 2005 (Agra et al., , 2007a . This knowledge of traditional healing practices mainly by the use of wild plants is now fast disappearing due to modernization and the tendency to change their traditional for more actual lifestyle. There is an urgent need to study and recorder this precious knowledge of the uses of plants as herbal remedies that are declined due to scarcity of species, which is caused mainly by the human activity coupled with the long period of the dry season. In this context, those conservation and scientifi c verifi cation of rare and lesser known medicinal plants assume greater signifi cance. The study of traditional uses of plants and their products in the Northeast region of Brazil has been progressively increasing during the last few years, and has enabled the collection of a signifi cant body of knowledge, which is referred by Agra et al. (2007a, b, and c) . Although, there are still many gaps in our knowledge of ethnomedicinal plant uses in this region, some of the main traits are presented here.
MATERIAL AND METHODS

Study area
The general area of the Brazilian Northeast has 1,561,177.8 km 2 and extends from about 02 54' to 17 21'S and from 35 to 46 30'W that includes nine States: Maranhão, Piauí, Ceará, Rio Grande do Norte, Paraíba, Pernambuco, Alagoas, Sergipe and Bahia. It is a region with a rich plant diversity habitats ranging from rainforest, occurring in North of Maranhão, Atlantic Forest, coastal dunes systems and mangroves, to dry forests and savannas. The principal ecosystem of the Northeast of Brazil is the biome "caatinga", an Indian word, meaning "open forest", from its appearance during the dry season (Andrade-Lima, 1981; Ab'Saber, 1980; Lleras, 1997) . It consists of extensive semi-arid plains found mainly in Northeast region from Piauí to North of Minas Gerais.
Format
This study is focused on a survey of literature (Braga, 1960; Agra, 1982 Agra, , 1996 Agra et al., 1994 Agra et al., , 1996 Agra et al., , 2005 Agra et al., , 2007a Baracho & Agra, 1995; Rêgo, 1995; Agra & Bhattacharyya, 1999; Costa et al., 2001 Costa et al., , 2002 Freitas & Agra, 2002; Emperaire, 1983; Monteiro et al., 2006; Albuquerque et al., 2007; Basílio et al., 2005; David et al., 2007) of the medicinal uses of native, naturalized and cultivated plants species, which are utilized for therapeutic purposes in all States of Northeast of Brazil extending from Maranhão to Bahia. The information of the plants and their ethnomedicinal uses are compiled in the Table 1 , which provides the botanical family, scientifi c names of species (the specifi c binomial). The vernacular names, parts used and popular indication and uses are also presented. The abbreviations of the authors follow Brummitt & Powell (1992) . The cultivated species in Northeast of Brazil are indicated by only one asterisk, and the species that are imported from outside of Brazil have two asterisks.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The investigation of the plants known by the ethnomedicinal uses in Northeast of Brazil revealed a total of 650 species and 407 genera belonging to 111 families. Of these, about 126 species referred by its medicinal uses are exotic and cultivated in the region, corresponding to about 20% of the total. The fl oristic diversity is dominated by higher plants and only fi ve species were reported belonging to the Ferns group that are: Asplenium auritum Sw., Cyathea microdonta (Desv.) Domin, Equisetum sp., Microgramma vacciniifolia (Lagsd. & Fisch.) Copel. and Selaginella convoluta Spreng. belonging to the families Aspleniaceae, Cyatheaceae, Equisetaceae, Polypodiaceae and Selaginellaceae, respectively, which correspond to less than 1 % of the total of the registered species.
The predominance of higher plants used for medicinal purposes in Northeast of Brazil confi rms our results in previous work (Agra et al., 1994 (Agra et al., , 1996 (Agra et al., , 2005 (Agra et al., , 2007a David et al., 2007) and also have been documented by other authors in the region (Emperaire, 1983; Costa et al., 2001 Costa et al., , 2002 Luna et al., 2005; Monteiro et al., 2006; Albuquerque et al., 2007) and in different areas of Brazil (Souza et al., 2004; Luna et al., 2005; Mendes & Carlini, 2007) , as well as in other countries around the world such as Saudi Arabia (Rahman et al., 2004) , Bolıvia (Macía et al., 2005) , Italy (Scherrer et al., 2005) , Morocco (Tahraoui et al., 2007) , inter alia.
Most plants are used internally, and are prepared in the form of decoction, infusion and maceration. The form used as juice was referred for a few species mainly for the species that are indicated against verminoses and cough like Chenopodium ambrosioides L. and Mentha sp., respectively. According to Agra et al. (2007b) , some preparations are called as "garrafada" (bottled) and constitute a mixture of different plants, mainly roots and stem-barks, which are macerated for a few days to one week in wine or in an alcoholic local drink called "cachaça". Other recipes are prepared as syrups with sugar or honey and are known in the folklore as "lambedor", which are used mainly for illness of children as expectorant or against anemias. Most species have several medicinal uses; various parts used and have different modes of preparation. Table 1 . Plants names with medicinal or toxic indication, part (s) used and form of way of administration in Northeast of Brazil. Legend: * = species cultivated; ** plant imported. 
CONCLUSION
FAMILY
Scientific name
Leaves
It is used as suppositories against hemorrhoids. The juice is indicated against leukemia, tuberculosis, prostate diseases, sinusitis, inflammations of uterus and ovaries. *Aloe vera (L.) Burm. f. Babosa
The juice is used as analgesic (mainly headache), antiinflammatory and against wound healing, external ulcers. The topical use of the fresh plant is incdicated against edemas and rheumatisms and hemorrhoids. AMARANTHACEAE Amaranthus spinosus L. Caruru-de-espinho, bredo-de-espinho
Fresh leaves
An infusion as laxative and also indicated against venereal diseases and urinary inflammations. Grounded and applied as a poultice over the skin or as decoction for baths as emollient against eczemas. Amaranthus viridis L Bredo, caruru-miúdo, bredo-de-porco, caruru-verde
Entire plant
The infusion as anti-inflammatory of the tract urinary and venereal diseases. The juice as vermifuge and it is drunk before breakfast. A decoction of a handful in a liter of water against hydropsias. It is used as tea. Alternanthera brasiliana (L.) Kuntze Acônito, ervanço, quebra-panela, perpétua-do-mato, acônito-do-mato, terramicina, tetrex 
Leaves
The decoction is used against rheumatism. As vermifuge, it is used before the breakfast. *Annona montana Macfad. Graviola, araticum-grande, jaca-do-pará
The juice of fresh leaves against snake bite. The decoction is drunk as water against obesity for lost weight. *Annona squamosa L. Pinha, ata, fruta-de-conde
Seeds
The juice of grounded seeds is used in baths against louses. Duguetia furfuracea (A.St.-Hil.) Saff. Araticum-cagão
Stem-bark
The same indication and use as above. It is used to cauterize warts.
FAMILY
Scientific name
Euphorbia prostrata Aiton Sanguinho Latex
The topical use agains warts.
*Euphorbia tirucalli L. Avelós Latex Roots
Against external ulcers and to cauterize warts. A decoction as purgative.
*Jatropha curcas L. Pinhão Latex Seeds
To treat snake bites. The latex is drunk directly from the stems. As veterinary vermifuge. The oil is extracted from seeds. A spoonful is used only once. Jatropha gossypiifolia L. Pinhão-roxo
Latex
Droped in water is used against constipation and as depurative. Jatropha molissima (Pohl) Baill. Pinhão-bravo, pinhão-manso
Latex Seeds
To treat snake bites. As veterinary vermifuge. The oil is extracted from seeds. A spoonful is used only once. Chamaecrista flexuosa (L.) Greene Capim-de-cobra
Jatropha mutabilis
Roots
The decoction against kidney infections.
Copaifera langsdorffii Desf. Pau-dóia
Stem-bark The decoction is used against general pains.
Copaifera multijuga Hayne Copaíba
Fruit oil The oil extracted from the plant is used against cancer and general inflammations.
Copaifera reticulata Ducke Copaíba Entire plant
The same uses and indications as above. 
Dimorphandra gardneriana
Hymenaea courbaril L. Jatobá Stem-bark Resin Epicarp
A decoction or as syrup. It is drunk against coughs and anemia. It is used against sinusitis and abdominal spasms. The syrup is drunk as tonic against anemia.
Hymenaea intermedia Ducke Jutaí Stem-bark and epicarp
The same uses and indications as above.
Hymenaea martiana Hayne Jatobá
Stem-bark and epicarp
The same uses and indications as H. courbaril.
Hymenaea oblongifolia Huber Jatobá
Stem-bark and epicarp
The same uses and indications as H. courbaril. The decoction is used against insect bites. The decoction is used against diarrheas and furunculous. The decoction is used against tonsillitis and conjunctivitis. An infusion is used as sedative. An infusion is used against rheumatism.
Hymenaea parvifolia
Acacia langsdorffii Benth.
Unha-de-gato
Leaves and stembark
The infusion or decoction is used against flu and in external ulcers. Acacia paniculata Willd. Serra-goela, rasga-beiço
Leaves
The infusion or decoction is used in the treatment of rheumatisms. Acacia piauhiensis Benth. Espinheiro bravo
The same indications and uses as above. 
The juice is dropped into the ears against ear pains.
*Basilicum polystachyon (L.) Moench Alfavaca
Leaves and flowers
The decoction or infusion is used against cholesterol and hypertension. *Coleus barbatus (Andrews) Benth. Boldo, hortelã-homem, falso-boldo
Leaves
As digestive, against renal and hepatic problems and intestinal pains. Against dysmenorrheal, respiratory diseases and as febrifuge. An infusion or decoction of a spoonful in a cup of water. It is drunk as tea as digestive. The same recipe as above. It is used in warm baths. As a cigarette during the symptoms. Against toothache and headache. To withdraw small pieces of dust from the eyes. Put a small seed into the eyes.
Hyptis umbrosa Salzm. ex Benth. Bamburral Leaves
The juice is used in the treatment of nasal and auriculars diseases. A decoction as stomachic and tonic. A syrup is used as expectorant. **Lavandula sp. Alfazema-verdadeira
Flowers
The infusion is used against headaches and as sedative for babies. Leonotis nepetifolia (L.) R.Br. Cordão-de-são-francisco Flowers Leaves Entire plant Leaves and flowers A decoction against diarrheas. As anti-inflammatory of external ulcers and anti-allergic. As expectorant, anti-asthmatic, anti-rheumatic, febrifuge, diuretic and stomachic. A decoction of a handful in a liter of water as sedative. It is drunk as tea until the symptoms disappear.
FAMILY
Scientific name Popular name(s)
Part used Indication and form of use
Leucas martinicensis (Jacq.) R. Br. Cordão-de-frade, cordão-de-são-francisco
Leaves
Aerial parts
Against kidney disorders and inflammations. A decoction of a handful in a liter of water. It is drunk as tea until the symptoms disappear. Against rheumatism. The same recipe as above. It is used as washes for the affected areas.
Marsypianthes chamaedrys (Vahl)Kuntze
Hortelã-do-mato, bentônica-brava Entire plant
Leaves
As carminative and digestive. An infusion of a handful in a cup of water. It is drunk as tea after the meals. As febrifuge and against bronchitis and coughs. The same recipe as above or as syrup with honey. A teaspoon is used four times for day. *Mentha arvensis L. Hortelã-vick, hortelã-do-Brasil
The infusion is used as digestive and against vomits. The external use is indicated against dermatitis. *Mentha crispa L. Hortelã-rasteira
The same indication as above. As carminative, stomachic and tonic. *Mentha piperita L. Hortelã-pimenta, alevante
A decoction is used against general inflammations, headaches, thrombosis, ulcers and as antiseptic.
*Mentha pulegium L. Poejo, melissa
Leaves and Entire plant
A syrup is used against colds and flu. The infusion as sedative and stimulant of the gastric functions. *Mentha x villosa-nervata Opiz Hortelã-da-folha-miúda
Leaves
As syrup or juice against amoebas and verminoses. An infusion against bronchitis and as expectorant.
Ocimum americanum L.
Remédio-de-vaqueiro
Leaves An infusion or as syrup against asthmas, fevers, coughs, flu, bronchitis and as stomachic and digestive. *Ocimum basilicum L. Manjericão, manjericão-menino
Leaves
The same uses and indications as O. americanum.
Ocimum campechianum Mill. Alfavaca, alfavaca-de-galinha
Ocimum fluminense Vell. Alfavaca
Leaves and seeds The same uses and indications as above.
*Ocimum gratissimum L. Louro, alfavaca, alfavaca-de-cheiro, quioiô-branco, tioiô, quioiô Leaves As emenagogue, stomachic, digestive, purgative and expectorant. It is used as decoction or syrup.
*Plectranthus amboinicus (Lour.) Spreng. Hortelã graúda, malva
Leaves and aerial parts
The juice is used against otalgias, coughs, bronchitis, tonsillitis, pneumonias, flu, menstrual disturbances, dysphonias, stomachic, helminthiasis and as expectorant. It is used as juice against high level of cholesterol.
Solanum palinacanthum Dunal Jurubeba
Fruit As poisonous.
